Navarette considers Vernon Lee's "The Doll" in chapter 4. Characterizing Lee as an "elitest author" (141) with "self-contradictory attitudes" (145), Navarette undertakes a biographical discussion. However, in promoting Lee beyond the attention given to the male non-canonical writers in her study, Navarette risks appearing to need to justify Lee's inclusion. Moreover, her focus on the horror story is lost. Despite this diffuse focus, Navarette presents a thorough analysis of the cultural significance of puppets, statues, effigies, and marionettes. This was the strength of the chapter. Equally successful is Navarette's contention that the burning of the doll is Lee's denunciation of the Mary cult and its influence on the role of the Victorian domestic angel.
Chapters 5 and 6 on Arthur Machen and Joseph Conrad, respectively, constitute the second section of the book, in which language itself is treated as "an organic body poised to revert to a primitive condition" (6). Navarette establishes this context by introducing the scientific discussion of protoplasm, popularized by Huxley as "'the physical basis of life'" (182), and then by placing Machen's "The Great God Pan" within it. As Navarette astutely notes, his "elliptical style" (199) does not so much tell the story as invite the reader to fill in the blanks. She argues that this text embodies the protoplasmic nature of language: it dissolves and decays until "the integrity of the narrative structure" (190) is lost.
In characterizing the reader's struggle to react to the horror of language itself, Navarette discusses the psychological elements of horror. Her very necessary consideration of Kristeva's "abject," Freud's "uncanny," and Todorov's contributions, makes Navarette's reader wonder why these important sources were not previously acknowledged. Admittedly, the fears associated with language in "The Great God Pan" especially develop these psychological aspects, but the language and horror in all of the stories invites an earlier discussion.
The final chapter on Conrad's Heart of Darkness lacks the extensive focus on cultural context that, to varying degrees, was part of the preceding chapters. At times, this chapter reads a little too much as a separate essay. Nevertheless, Navarette carefully considers this text, with both its assumed "origins" as a Gothic romance and as a fin de siècle horror story. Her analysis of Conrad's elliptical style reveals that language "is itself degenerate, devoid of 'any kind of sense'" (217). She contends that Conrad joins his Decadent contemporaries, for the text partakes clearly of their trope that language is inadequate to express meaning (220). Ultimate meaning of "the horror" eludes both Marlow and the reader.
After reading The Shape of Fear, one is left with an appreciation of both Navarette's analysis of a complex era and its texts, and her extensive cultural research. Despite the troublesome aspects mentioned above, Navarette's book is a coherent discussion of fascinating works that reflect on a chaotic literary period. ❈
